Extrahepatic and intrahepatic human portal interstitial Cajal cells.
Portal interstitial cells of Cajal (PICCs), acting as vascular pacemakers, were previously only identified in nonhumans. Moreover, there is no evidence available about the presence of such cells within the liver. The objective of the study is to evaluate whether or not PICCs are identifiable in humans and, if they are, whether or not they are following the scaffold of portal vein (PV) branches within the liver. We obtained extrahepatic PVs and liver samples from six adult human cadavers, negative for liver disease, in accordance with ethical rules. They were stained with hematoxylin-eosin (HE) and Giemsa, and then we performed immunohistochemistry on formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded specimens for CD117/c-kit, a marker of the Cajal's cells. Immune labeling was also performed for S-100 protein, desmin, glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP), neurofilaments, α-smooth muscle actin (α-SMA), and CD34. c-kit-Positive PICCs were identified within the extrahepatic PV, in portal spaces, and septa. On adjacent sections, these PICCs were negative for all the other antibodies used. In conclusion, our study confirms the presence of extrahepatic PICCs on humans, which may act as a possible intrinsic pacemaker in the human PV. However, the intrahepatic PICCs, which were evidenced here for the first time, are in need for further experimental studies to evaluate their functional role. A promising further direction of the study is the PICCs role in the idiopathic portal hypertension.